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Activism and Aid opens with author Ann Wigglesworth hurtling across tortuous roads on a 
bone-shattering drive from Timor-Leste’s capital, Dili, to Suai on the south coast, listening to an 
animated discussion between two Timorese activists about their hopes and dreams for their new 
nation. Wigglesworth identifies these activists as members of the gerasaun foun (young or new 
generation), born in the 1970s and 1980s, raised during the Indonesian occupation and active in 
Timor-Leste’s clandestine youth movement. In education, aspiration and language, gerasaun foun 
differ from the older “1975 generation”, Timor-Leste’s Portuguese-speaking national lead-ers, many 
of whom lived abroad during the struggle for independence. They differ also from the millennium 
generation, born post-independence and too young to be bound to the ideals of the clandestine 
struggle.  
Although Suai is just 160 kilometres from Dili, it takes eight hours for Wigglesworth and her 
companions to reach their destination, allowing ample opportunity to discuss nation-building. The 
journey also demonstrates some of the many unresolved challenges facing Timor-Leste, such as 
inadequate infrastructure and the resulting marginalisation of rural communities. It symbolises 
unresolved tensions in Timor-Leste between state-building, which Wigglesworth describes as 
establishing physical and institutional structures of state, and nation-building, which requires 
inculcation of shared values among citizens.  
Wigglesworth makes extensive use of interviews conducted for her PhD research in 2006. 
Her fieldwork coincided with violent incidents in Timor-Leste: clashes between security forces; street 
brawls between ethnically-based groups; and conflicts between former clandestine cells and martial 
arts groups. The author also incorporates her prior experience in international aid organisations, 
which included a placement in Mozambique where members of East Timor’s 1975 generation also 
lived, in self-imposed exile, for many years. Her contextualisation of Timor-Leste within broader 
considerations of development experiences in parts of Africa, the Pacific and South America enriches 
the analysis.  
Through the lens of young people’s experiences and reflections on the nation-building 
process, Activism and Aid surveys the state of development in Timor-Leste in the decade following 
the formal handover from the United Nations to the Timorese Government (2002–12). 
Wigglesworth necessarily incorporates some of the historical context that preceded independence. 
This includes the popular consultation in 1999, in which Timor-Leste’s citizens voted overwhelmingly 
against special autonomy within Indonesia, marking an end to decades of oppression under 
Indonesian and, before that, Portuguese authorities.  
Wigglesworth notes that “[n]ot often is there a chance to study the first years of the 
development of a new nation...” (p. 5). Timor-Leste’s independence also coincided with advances in 
development discourses that increasingly recognised social issues such as citizen participation and 
agency, and not just economics, as central to effective and sustainable development. Activism and 
Aid both reflects upon, and advances, this new development agenda. The author makes a strong 
case for promoting historical and cultural knowledge within international development 
organisations. Many of these organisations suffered from “development idealism” when they arrived 
in Timor-Leste in the aftermath of the 1999 consultation and ensuing Indonesian militia-led violence, 
and were “often out of touch with local realities and diverse aspirations and ambitions” (p.4). 
Wigglesworth includes the political leaders of Timor-Leste – members of the 1975generation – in 
this assessment, contending that decisions they have made – such as choosing Portuguese as well as 
Tetun as the country’s official languages – have alienated younger generations. Jose Ramos Horta 
said: “It was a strategic decision to strengthen the uniqueness of East Timor, the national identity of 
East Timor” (p. 99). For young Timorese, however, the selection of Portuguese perpetuates the 
colonial experience, and contributes to perceptions of the cultural superiority of the 1975 
generation. For these young people, “the likelihood of being shamed when practicing Portuguese 
has resulted in a preference to learn English” (p. 98). Chapter 6, which focuses on language identity 
and education for development, is essential reading for anyone wanting to understand the reasons 
for Timor-Leste’s massively backlogged judicial system.  
Activism and Aid makes a strong contribution to the literature on development. The topics 
surveyed – customary law, domestic violence, the push for gender equality, martial arts groups, 
health and infrastructure, and the Timor Gap – make this an important snapshot of the country’s 
state of development. Although the voices of her research participants are integrated within the 
text, readers need to know who they are. Were they interviewed because of the organisation they 
worked for, because they were members of gerasaun foun? Such information would support 
Wigglesworth’s argument that local voices are essential to the identification and achievement of 
sustainable development goals.  
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